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Homophobia works effectively as a weapon of 
sexism because it is joined with a powerful arm, 
heterosexism. Heterosexism creates the climate for 
homophobia with its assumption that the world is 
and must be heterosexual and its display of power 
and privilege as the norm. Heterosexism is the 
systemic display of homophobia in the institutions 
of society. Heterosexism and homophobia work 
together to enforce compulsory heterosexuality 
and that bastion of patriarchal power, the nuclear 
family. The central focus of the right-wing attack 
against women’s liberation is that women’s equal- 
ity, women’s self-determination, women’s control of 
our own bodies and lives will damage what they see 
as the crucial societal institution, the nuclear family. 
The attack has been led by fundamentalist ministers 
across the country. The two areas they have focused 
on most consistently are abortion and homosexual- 
ity, and their passion has led them to bomb wom- 
en’s clinics and to recommend deprogramming for 
homosexuals and establishing camps to quarantine 
people with AIDS. To resist marriage and/or het- 
erosexuality is to risk severe punishment and loss. 

It is not by chance that when children approach 
puberty and increased sexual awareness they begin 
to taunt each other by calling these names: “queer,” 
“faggot,” “pervert.” It is at puberty that the full 
force of society’s pressure to conform to heterosex- 
uality and prepare for marriage is brought to bear. 
Children know what we have taught them, and we 
have given clear messages that those who deviate 
from standard expectations are to be made to get 
back in line. The best controlling tactic at puberty 
is to be treated as an outsider, to be ostracized at a 
time when it feels most vital to be accepted. ‘Those 
who are different must be made to suffer loss. It is 
also at puberty that misogyny begins to be more 
apparent, and girls are pressured to conform to 
societal norms that do not permit them to realize 
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their full potential. It is at this time that dies 
demic achievements begin to decrease gg . aca, 
coerced into compulsory heterosexuality and tra: ate 
for dependency upon a man, that is, for nie aed 
survival. OMic 
There was a time when the two most fiat 
ing accusations against a woman meant to eg: . 
and disempower her were “whore” and eae 
The sexual revolution and changing attitudes bd 
heterosexual behavior may have led to nie oh 
ening of the power of the word whore, id 


still has strength as a threat to sexual Property g 
prostitutes are stigmatized and abused. Hoy, 


the word lesbian is still fully charged and carrie 
with it the full threat of loss of power and Privilege 
the threat of being cut asunder, abandoned, a 
left outside society’s protection. 

To be a lesbian is to be perceived as someone 
who has stepped out of line, who has moved oy 
of sexual/economic dependence on a male, who 
is woman-identified. A lesbian is perceived ag 
someone who can live without a man, and who js 
therefore (however illogically) against men. A les- 
bian is perceived as being outside the acceptable, 
routinized order of things. She is seen as someone 
who has no societal institutions to protect her and 
who is not privileged to the protection of individual 
males. Many heterosexual women see her as some- 
one who stands in contradiction to the sacrifices 
they have made to conform to compulsory hetero- 
sexuality. A lesbian is perceived as a threat to the 
nuclear family, to male dominance and control, to 
the very heart of sexism. 

Gay men are perceived also as a threat to male 
dominance and control, and the homophobia 
expressed against them has the same roots in sexism 
as does homophobia against lesbians. Visible gay 
men are the objects of extreme hatred and feat by 
heterosexual men because their breaking ranks with 
male heterosexual solidarity is seen as 4 damaging 
rent in the very fabric of sexism. They are see? as 
betrayers, as traitors who must be punished and 
eliminated. In the beating and killing of 8V men 
we see clear evidence of this hatred. When we - 
the fierce homophobia expressed toward gay mem 
we can begin to understand the ways sexism # 


omits: 


ever, 


i ales through imposing rigid, dehumaniz- 
er ger roles on them. ‘The two circumstances 
ing ch it is legitimate for men to be openly physi- 
ip . ffectionate with one another are in competi- 
cally ae and in the crisis of war. For many ote 
ave vit experiences are the highlights of i 
ines? ad they think of them again and again wih 
fives» " War and sports offer a cover of a 
post andl dominance to keep away the ae eet 
safety ate openness being identified with homo- 
"ual When gay men break ranks with male 
“le tnrough bonding and affection outside the 
vena of WAT and sports; they are perceived as not 
vein “real men, that is, as being identified with 
omen; the weaker sex that must be dominated 
and that over the centuries has been the object of 
male hatred and abuse. Misogyny gets transferred 
(0 gay men with a vengeance and is increased by 
ihe fear that their sexual identity and behavior will 
pring down the entire system of male dominance 
and compulsory heterosexuality. 

If lesbians are established as threats to the status 
quo, as outcasts who must be punished, homopho- 
bia can wield its power over all women through 
lesbian baiting. Lesbian baiting is an attempt to 
control women by labeling us as lesbians because 
our behavior is not acceptable, that is, when we are 
being independent, going our own way; living whole 
lives, fighting for our rights, demanding equal pay, 
saying no to violence, being self-assertive, bonding 
with and loving the company of women, assuin- 
ing the right to our bodies, insisting upon our 
own authority, making changes that include us in 
society’s decision-making; lesbian baiting occurs 
when women are called lesbians because we resist 
male dominance and control. And it has little or 
nothing to do with one’s sexual identity. 

Pid ike as lesbian threatens all women, 
who nore lans, with great loss. And any oa 

: Ri of role risks being called a lesbian. 
One must and how this is a threat to all ener 
called ‘teins that any woman con a 
efend here a: and there is no real way ae ae 
sexuality i ; there is no way to credentia 0 j 

. (“The Children’s Hour,” @ Lillian Hell 


an 
Play, makes this point when a student asserts 
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some are doctors, lawyers, and ministers; soni 
laborers, housewives, and writers: what all share 1 
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ae it.) § 
Children ; 
i a ii ‘ most feminine manner, 
lied ile ing ie there are lesbians 
ke emis are gs. Lesbians look like all women 
ed ae 90 like lesbians. There is no guaran- 
tier rlcede of identification, and as we all know 
entity can be kept hidden. (The same is 


true fi ; 
me NE eat 1S NO way to prove their sex- 
heen ee ee many go to extremes to prove 
dee , So, women are not necessarily 
esbian. Some seem to be, but others become 
lesbians later in life after having lived heterosexual 
lives. Lesbian baiting of heterosexual women would 
not work if there were a definitive way to identify 


lesbians (or heterosexuals). 


We have yet to understand clearly how sexual 


identity develops. And this is disturbing to some 
people, especially those who are determined to 
discover how lesbian and gay identity is formed 
so that they will know where to start in eliminat- 
ing it. (Isn’t it odd that there is so little concern 
about discovering the causes of heterosexuality?) 
There are many theories: genetic makeup, hor- 
mones, socialization, environment, etc. But there 
is no conclusive evidence that indicates that het- 
erosexuality comes from one process and homo- 
sexuality from another. 


We do know, however, that sexual identity can 


be in flux, and we know that sexual identity means 
more than just the gender of people one is attracted 
to and has sex with. To be a lesbian has as many 
ramifications as for a woman to be heterosexual. It 
is more than sex, more than just the bedroom issue 
many would like to make it: it is a woman-centered 
life with all the social interconnections that entails. 
Some lesbians are in long-term relationships, some 
in short-term ones, some date, some are celibate, 
some are married to men, some remain as separate 
as possible from men, some have children by men: 
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some by alternative insemination, some seem femi 
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nis a sexual/affectional identity that focus 
omen in its attractions and social relationship 
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If lesbians are simply women with a particular 
sexnal identity whe jook amd act 9 awe 
then the major difference in living oul are ae 
sexual identity as opposed to a heterosexual iden : 
is that as lesbians we live in a homophobic ae 
that threatens and imposes damaging loss on US ae 
being who we are, for choosing to live whole lives. 
Homophobic people often assert that homosexu- 
als have the choice of not being homosexual; that 
is, we don’t have to act out our sexual identity. In 
that case, I want to hear heterosexuals talk about 
their willingness not to act out their sexual identity, 
including not just sexual activity but heterosexual 
social interconnections and heterosexual privilege. 
It is a question of wholeness. It is very difficult for 
one to be denied the life of a sexual being, whether 
expressed in sex or in physical affection, and to 
feel complete, whole. For our loving relationships 
with humans feed the life of the spirit and enable 
us to overcome our basic isolation and to be inter- 
connected with humankind. 

If, then, any woman can be named a lesbian 
and be threatened with terrible losses, what is it she 
fears? Are these fears real? Being vulnerable to a 
homophobic world can lead to these losses: 


¢ Employment. The loss of jobs leads us right 
back to the economic connection to sexism. This 
fear of job loss exists for almost every lesbian 
except perhaps those who are self-employed or in 
a business that does not require societal approval. 
Consider how many businesses or organizations 
you know that will hire and protect people who are 
openly gay or lesbian. 
¢ Family. Their approval, acceptance, love. 
¢ Children. Many lesbians and gay men have 
children, but very, very few gain custody in court 
challenges, even if the other parent is a known 
abuser. Other children may be kept away from us 
as though gays and lesbians are abusers. There 
are written and unwritten laws prohibiting lesbi- 
ans and gays from being foster parents or from 
adopting children. There is an irrational fear that 
children in contact with lesbians and gays will 
become homosexual through influence or that they 
will be sexually abused, Despite our knowing that 


NT NSSESS 


ND OPPRESSI ON 


95 percent of those who sexually abuse. 
are heterosexual men, there are no Policie Tey 
ing heterosexual men from teaching , ® kegs 
with children, yet in almost every schoo] Ork: 


ret ‘ 
America; visibly gay men and lesbians ie Vstem 


through either written or unwritten laws, ite 

+ Heterosexual privilege and protection y._. 
tutions, other than those created by lesbia Igy, 
gays—such as the Metropolitan Commun; 8 a 
some counseling centers, political Organizes h, 
such as the National Gay and Lesbian Task “i 
the National Coalition of Black Lesbians ne si 
the Lambda Legal Defense and Education . 
etc.,—affirm homosexuality and offer Fiteea” 
Affirmation and protection cannot be gained tos 

the criminal justice system, mainstream churches 
educational institutions, the government. 

- Safety. There is nowhere to turn for safe 

from physical and verbal attacks because the nom 
presently in this country is that it is acceptable tp 
be overtly homophobic. Gay men are beaten oy 
the streets; lesbians are kidnapped and “depn. 
grammed.” The National Gay and Lesbian Tag 
Force, in an extended study, has documented 
violence against lesbians and gay men and noted 
the inadequate response of the criminal justice 
system. One of the major differences between 
homophobia/heterosexism and racism and sex- 
ism is that because of the Civil Rights Movement 
and the women’s movement racism and sexism ate 
expressed more covertly (though with great harm) 
because there has not been a major, visible lesbian 
and gay movement, it is permissible to be overtly 
homophobic in any institution or public forum 
Churches spew forth homophobia in the same 
they did racism prior to the Civil Rights Move 
ment. Few laws are in place to protect lesbians a”! 
gay men, and the criminal justice system is wracke 
with homophobia. 

* Mental health. An_ overtly 
world in which there is full permission © 
lesbians and gay men with cruelty makes It 1g 
cult for lesbians and gay men to maintain 2 os 
sense of well-being and self-esteem. Many les 40 
and gay men are beaten, raped, killed; subject e 
aversion therapy, or put in mental institutions 
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“A 
re You Some Kind of Dyke?” 


such hatred and negativity can leaq Oo 
jmP ssi and, in some cases, to suicide. The , to 
ae gay and lesbian community is dit eviena toll 
of Community. There is rejection by those = 
we if pomophobic fear, those who are afraid ‘ 
jiv scjation with lesbians and gay men. For man 
ass « gay and lesbian community, there is a be. 
in bli c acceptance, a loss of allies, a loss of sles 
- pelonging. ; ; 

. Credibility. This fear is large for many peo- 
je: the fear that they will no longer be respected 
Pr ad to, honored, believed. They fear they will 


The list goes on and on. But any one of these 
essential components of a full life is large enough to 
make one deeply fear its loss. A black woman once 
aid to me in a workshop, “When I fought for Civil 
Rights, I always had my family and community to 
fall back on even when they didn’t fully understand 
or accept what I was doing. I don’t know if I could 
have borne losing them. And you people don’t have 
either with you. It takes my breath away.” 

What does a woman have to do to get called a 
lesbian? Almost anything, sometimes nothing at 
all, but certainly anything that threatens the status 
quo, anything that steps out of role, anything that 
asserts the rights of women, anything that doesn’t 
indicate submission and subordination. Assertive- 
ness, standing up for oneself, asking for more pay; 
better working conditions, training for and accept- 
ing a nontraditional (you mean a man’s?) job, 
enjoying the company of women, being financially 
independent, being in control of one’s life, depend- 
ing first and foremost upon oneself, thinking that 
one can do whatever needs to be done, but above 
all, working for the rights and equality of women. 
_In the backlash to the gains of the women’s 
liberation movement, there has been an increased 
effort to keep definitions man-centered. Therefore, 

: work on behalf of women must mean to work 
84lnst men. To love women must mean that one 
en men. A very effective attack has been “a 
py word feminist to make it a ree ne 
ie N current backlash usage; jemi : i 

hater which equals lesbian. This formula ' 


The Perils of Heterosexism 425 


Created j 

ne ona hope that women will be frightened 

eign ir work on behalf of women. Conse- 

jah i now have women who believe in the 
women and work for those rights while 


de ; 
hoe that they are feminists, or refuse to 
€cause it is so “abrasive.” 


So w 
being oo an effort to keep from 
the role that is seine of ees tain 
er, tries to behave i 
such a way that doesn’t threaten the st: i 
and i the aarke for one atus of men, 
modifying that paige uel ee 
; ; work. When women’s organiza- 
tons begin doing significant social change work, 
ng ei fae np 
nity members tell us that 
they can’t work with us because of our ““man-hating 
attitudes” or the presence of lesbians. We are called 
too strident, told we are making enemies, not doing 
good. 

The battered women’s movement has seen this 
kind of attack: the pressure has been to provide 
services only, without analysis of the causes of 
violence against women and strategies for end- 
ing it. To provide only services without political 
analysis or direct action is to be in an approved 
“helping” role; to analyze the causes of vio- 
lence against women is to begin the work toward 
changing an entire system of power and control. 
It is when we do the latter that we are threatened 
with the label of man-hater or lesbian. For my 
politics, if a women’s social change organization 
has not been labeled lesbian or communist, it is 
probably not doing significant work; it is only 
“making nice.” 

Women in many of these organizations, out 
of fear of all the losses we are threatened with, 
begin to modify our work to make it more accept- 
able and less threatening to the male-dominated 
society which we originally set out to change. The 
work can no longer be radical (gomg to the root 
cause of the problem) but instead must be gee 
- working only on the symptoms and not the 
1 change for women becomes thwarted 
d lesbian is instilled with the 
and control our lives. And 
[1988] 


from fear 
use the w 


cause. Rea 
and stopped. The wor 
power to halt our work 
we give it its power with our fear. 


